The reaction to multiple religious belonging has been fraught with anxiety in the monotheistic traditions. Nevertheless, increasing numbers of people report belonging to multiple religions. I propose that it is most useful to think of multiple religious belonging not so much as an expression of choice, but just the opposite. Multiple religious belonging is best explained as the ontological condition of two or more religious traditions constituting the self, so that the self's possibilities are constrained by those religions. Furthermore, I argue that multiple religious belonging per se does not threaten traditional religious communities. Threats are by definition future possibilities, and ontologically speaking, we always already belong to multiple religions. We belong to multiple religions because every religious tradition is an amalgam of earlier distinct traditions. There is nothing new about multiple religious belonging. It is nearly unremarkable. Two philosophers in particular-one a twentieth-century German phenomenologist, the other a second-century Indian Buddhist-have given particularly careful examination of the phenomenon of belonging. Hans-Georg Gadamer's concept of Wirkungsgeschichte [history of effects] and Nāgārjuna's teaching of śūnyatā [emptiness] both imply that multiple religious belonging is the ontological condition of all human beings, and that producing any monolithic religious identity requires significant mental gymnastics.
Introduction
The reaction to multiple religious belonging has been fraught with anxiety in the monotheistic traditions. The prospect of surrendering the self to not just one, but two or more religions raises the very real possibility of conflicting commitments: to God(s), to moral ideals, or to metaphysical views. Very few of us can shrug off those tensions with Whitman's aplomb:
Nevertheless, increasing numbers of people report belonging to multiple religions. I propose that it is most useful to think of multiple religious belonging not so much as a chosen identity, but as a condition that precedes willful action. In other words, multiple religious belonging is the ontological condition of two or more religions partially constituting the self, so that the self's possibilities are constrained by those religions. We actually do contain multitudes. Furthermore, I argue that multiple religious belonging per se does not threaten traditional religious communities. Threats are by definition future potentials, and ontologically speaking, every person always already belongs to more than one religion. We belong to multiple religions because every religious tradition is an amalgam of earlier traditions. There is nothing new about multiple religious belonging. It is nearly unremarkable.
Two philosophers in particular-one a twentieth-century German phenomenologist, the other a thirdcentury Indian Buddhist-have given particularly careful examination of the phenomenon of belonging. Hans-Georg Gadamer's concept of Wirkungsgeschichte (history of effects) and Nāgārjuna's teaching of śūnyatā (emptiness) both imply that multiple religious belonging describes all human beings. Though neither figure would grant the self-that-belongs to have metaphysical status, or the property of ultimate truth, both do construct an ontology of what-counts-as-self that is at least true phenomenologically, or in a conventional sense.2
Religious identity and religious belonging
If we3 exist in the world at all, each of us already belongs to multiple religions. One might immediately object and point to the billions of people worldwide who do not consider themselves to belong to more than one religion. I propose an important distinction: belonging names my fundamental relatedness to my causal past, whereas identity is my construction and performance of those relations. Belonging establishes my hermeneutical horizon, while identity is a particular narrative within that horizon. As it stands, our identities frequently obscure our manifold belonging.
If I identify as an Episcopalian, this means that I certainly belong to a general constellation of shared meaning called the Episcopal tradition, but I also belong to the Episcopalianism of my generation and nation, the Episcopalianism of this decade, and of this moment. We must account for all the unrecognized ingredients into the infinitely particular assemblage through which my own Episcopalianism has come to be. The possibilities available to my consciousness arise from these ingredients, and they unconsciously constrain my possible interpretations of the world. One can argue that there are extreme examples, like the born-again convert, who adopts a new identity by means of a radical break with the past. But no matter how earnestly chosen, and how radical the break with the past, the convert is not actually causally free of the past. Belonging names a vast network of causal relations stretching backwards into history. Only an abstracted fraction of this causality makes it into identity. As a result, one can belong to a religion and not know it. In fact, we all do insofar as our named religious identities are but a selection of our religious belonging.
Traditions as conditions
The influence of the past upon present experience is not unique to religious identity construction. Hermeneutic philosophers have described this process in great detail, usually as a circle or spiral in which 2 There is significant disagreement about whether these two thinkers propose a non-dual realism or a non-dual non-realism. Ontologies describe the structures of worlds, which may or may not exist independently of our experience. I use the term deliberately because "ontology" accommodates both realist and non-realist interpretations. See Gadamer, Truth and Method, Caputo, "Gadamer's Closet Essentialism, [258] [259] [260] [261] [262] [263] [264] Spackman, and Siderits, Buddhism as Philosophy, [200] [201] [202] [203] [204] We are immediately faced with the problem of how to express first-personhood, given the Buddhist denial of an enduring self. Nāgārjuna distinguishes between conventional truth and ultimate truth. "I" language is permissible as long as one keeps in mind that these designations are terms of convenience. the self's own horizons of intelligibility are established by past circumstance, but enlarged by each novel encounter, which then joins the body of the past to influence future encounters. The result is a human with a worldview,4 which is a network of concepts, values, and expectations that both delimit the possibilities that are seen in the world, and also make them meaningful to individual concerns.
More so than any other hermeneutic thinker, Hans-Georg Gadamer (d. 2002) has scrutinized what it means to belong to a tradition. History, Gadamer argues, is more than a series of interactions among physical substances. Rather, the real influence of history lies in the (mis)adventures of language in human beings as it is reinterpreted again and again along the axis of history. For Gadamer, these encounters between person and text5 proceed to influence not only the interpreter in the next instance of interpretation, but also influence other interpreters exposed to that interpretation. For example, when I pick up a translation of the Rāmāyaņa, a nebula of possible meanings emerges from the ambiguities inherent in language. My understanding spontaneously6 collapses that nebula into a more or less coherent interpretation.7 I recognize elements that are familiar to me based on all of my past experiences: Sītā's alleged infidelity or Hanumān's devotion to a friend. Other things are recognizable, but seem irrational, e.g. the extent of Rāma's filial piety. While I see those things, I miss other constellations of meaning. What is missed is not due to stupidity. As a finite interpreter, I notice only the meanings that cohere with my prejudgments. Other interpretations will go unrecognized. Gadamer names this finitude a person's "horizon." Furthermore, my reading of the Rāmāyaņa will continue to influence future interpreters-directly if I fix my interpretation in writing or speech, as would a literary critic or teacher, but also indirectly insofar as my encounter with the Rāmāyaņa colors all my other encounters from that day onward.
Some interpretations tend to replicate generation after generation: Newton's laws of motion, Trinitarian theology, the irony of Oedipus. These replicated meanings aggregate into a tradition, which binds communities together. We are creatures of tradition, and thus are at pains to take a critical stance toward them. Tradition has "a justification that is outside the arguments of reason and in large measure determines our institutions and attitudes".8 For Gadamer, because our subjectivity is largely constituted by received prejudgments, that received tradition wields an authority over us. We belong to traditions more than they belong to us. But this authority is not absolute. Every subsequent act of interpretation adds to a tradition, either continuing it, or throwing weight against the interpretive momentum.
Tradition is not simply a permanent precondition; rather, we produce it ourselves inasmuch as we understand, participate in this evolution of tradition, and hence further determine it ourselves.9 For Gadamer, the fundamental relationship of any person is that of belonging to a tradition, and tradition not only refers to the body of prejudgment within an individual-that to which I belong-but the processive ontology of meaning propagating through history. The cyclical motion of a tradition is the result of alternating between moments of constraint-when the past establishes the horizons of intelligibilityand innovation-when an individual experiences something new that transforms those horizons. That transformed meaning, even when subversive, ingresses into the tradition, available for the interpreter's next encounter.
4 Thinkers who describe religions as worldviews are sometimes accused of a cognitivist bias, reducing religions to nothing more than propositional beliefs. But a worldview shapes more than just truth claims. Worldview precedes ratiocination. So while it is necessary to explain what religious people think, worldviews also shape what religious people value, what they do, and how they feel. 5 Text could be a written work, but could just as easily be some other symbol, speech, person, or event. 6 Interpretation is normally spontaneous, but of course we occasionally deliberate over a particular textual ambiguity. 7 An interpretation may preserve some of the original ambiguity in the form of word play or metaphor. Nevertheless, much of the synchronically available meaning is excluded from the interpretation that comes to consciousness diachronically. See Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory, and Ricoeur, The Rule of Metaphor, [76] [77] [78] [79] [80] [81] [82] [83] [87] [88] Truth and Method, 249 . 9 Ibid., 293.
Uncovering the plurality of traditions
Gadamer's model of tradition is incredibly useful in explaining how interpretations evolve through the generations. But what demands greater consideration in this moment is how interpretations evolve across cultural divides. We must now speak of traditions in the plural. The question of my belonging is not between myself and a single stream of meaning, as if there were a single normative trajectory from Homer through The Bible to Shakespeare. We are discovering that we may belong to multiple cultural streams, both parallel and nested. How is such a thing possible?
We conventionally speak of religions as if they are sealed boxes. Any sort of historical analysis reveals such thinking to be a gross abstraction. To the degree that these religions have at some point in the past intersected, we belong to multiple religious traditions. But how pervasive is the cross-pollination among religions? Let us stipulate three hypotheses that describe the causal influence among religions: maximal relationality, deconstruction, and non-isolation.
In maximally relational ontologies, every entity is somehow in relation with every other entity. So, every religion has influenced every other religion to some degree. Some influences are robust, such as the Hebrew influence upon early Christianity. Other religious connections might be so subtle or indirect as to be undetectable. One might speculate, for example, that Advaita Vedānta in India was brought to the Levant by wandering holy men, who, though they never appear in historical records, had some diffuse influence on the theological discourse of first century Judea. Perhaps, as a result, Vedantan monism was just in the air, and Jesus was, in a very indirect way, influenced by the Upanişads. Of course, we could never prove such a thing.
There generally isn't enough evidence to map influences that would be so diffuse, were they to exist. Those who argue for maximal relationality would need to do so from independent philosophical commitments. Alfred North Whitehead, for example, speculates that "if we allow for degrees of relevance, and for negligible relevance, we must say that every actual entity is present in every other actual entity."10 Philosophical Daoism, as found in the Dao De Jing, promotes a similar view. A blade of grass contains the minerals and nutrients of the soil, the atmosphere, the energy of the sun. The soil, air, and sun implicate a whole interdependent ecology. Any given object you can point to contains an "intoxicating bottomlessness" so that ultimately, the "entire cosmos resides happily in the smile on the dirty face of this one little child."11 Maximal relationality, when accepted on independent grounds could in principle be made to cohere with historical evidence, but it could not be directly inferred from that evidence. Due to the requisite metaphysical baggage, maximal relationality among religions is saddled with a fairly high burden of proof.
A second model is to deconstruct the canon of world religions, thus rendering religious influence meaningless. This model is useful for critiquing the notion of a tradition. Perhaps there is nothing natural or necessary about drawing boundaries so as to reify human religiosity into the discrete religions of Christianity, Hinduism, Judaism, etc. Perhaps the religions have been constructed arbitrarily, depending on how power and ideology are negotiated. The same Dao De Jing that seems to endorse maximal relationality also seems to endorse the deconstruction of those things that would be related:
The Way is forever nameless. Unhewn wood is insignificant, yet no one in the world can master it. . . When unhewn wood is carved up, then there are names. Now that there are names, know enough to stop! To know when to stop is how to stay out of danger . . . 12
Unhewn wood, representing nature, or things uncomplicated by distinctions, is here contrasted with names, i.e. human conceptualizations. Such concepts inevitably chop up the wholeness of the Dao. Likewise, our names for things are fixed even while the thing named continues to evolve. Eventually, the use of the name does not reflect the named. The result is distorted thinking and, the Dao De Jing argues, human misery. Classification schemes like "world religions," which characterize much of our formal education, are only useful as a term of convenience.13 Perhaps Daoism cannot be managed by the meta-narrative of "world religions." Daoists may argue, contra Gadamer, that the concept of tradition is meaningless. We may belong to the cultural moment in which we find ourselves, but according to this hypothesis, there has never been enough sameness in the past to string together a tradition.
It is interesting to note that deconstruction becomes imperative if we emphasize religions' interrelations to the degree that there are no meaningful divisions between them. But deconstruction is also demanded if we emphasize the radical differences between traditions, i.e. that the religions are so different we cannot even put them in the same category with each other.14 This is a useful strategy insofar as it can remind us that academic or popular constructions of religions are never quite adequate to the lived experience of religious persons. Nevertheless, I would argue, along with Gadamer, that amid the continual flux of experience, there are repeated images and common meanings. Just as we need to name the ability of worldviews to change, we need to name the inertial tendency of meaning to preserve stability from generation to generation. For example, the idea that nature is relational beyond the limits of language was transmitted from Daoism to Chan Buddhism, and then to American Transcendentalism, and then to Whitehead's metaphysics. The waypoints of this transmission may dissolve under scrutiny. Which Buddhism? Whose transcendentalism? Nevertheless, the transmission itself is a stubborn construction, not so easily dissolved in practice. In fact, some traditional stability in tradition is necessary for language to work at all. Gadamer observed that texts are encountered with the "foreconception of completeness."15 When interpreting a text (or person or ritual), the unconscious assumption is that its meaning is unproblematic. We only question our own standards of meaning and intelligibility when there is a disruption or incoherence. If continuity within and among traditions were the exception and not the rule, then we would be unable to read or write without painstaking translation between the idioglossaries and idiogrammars of the author and of the reader. But even those idioglossaries could not function because one could not assume that the words in the definitions were shared. Discourse cannot function without a community of shared meaning. The continuance of traditions, for better or worse, is a necessary precondition for meaningful discourse.
Instead of explaining multiple religious belonging in terms of maximal relationality or deconstruction, I would put forward that each of us always already belongs to multiple religions based on a more modest claim: the negative thesis no religion has remained completely isolated. We can express this in a simple syllogism: 1. All religions have assimilated content from at least one other religion. 2. All humans belong to at least one religion. 3. Therefore, all humans belong to multiple religions.
I take it that premises 1 and 2 are controversial and deserve further argument. Premise 1 seems not only plausible, but highly likely. None of us has adequate historical evidence to prove a statement about "all religions" conclusively. However, given that religious institutions develop out of a community, i.e. plural individuals, and those individuals adopt the cultural influences of their respective families and histories, and so on, it follows that all religions are in some way hybrid. The alternative-an unchanging and uncorrupted revelation-could not withstand the perpetual reinterpretation engines that are human minds. Reinterpretation is a precondition for the very possibility of comprehension.
Premise 2 would seem false if belonging entailed cognizance or agreement. But as explained above, belonging denotes a relation of causal dependence, and that causation can be positive or negative, conscious or-in most cases-unconscious. Sometimes the causal dependence takes the form of a reaction against some religious event. The fact of the matter is that all religions have appropriated once-foreign beliefs and practices, and we belong to that plurality. Belonging is logically prior to conscious agreement, thus our belonging-and thus our horizon of possibilities-is usually broader than our identity will admit.
The emptiness of belonging
Gadamer's anthropology of historical effectedness parallels certain Buddhist thinkers who focus on the teaching of dependent origination. Among those, one of the most puzzling is Nāgārjuna, founder of the Madhyamaka school. Before we dive into Nāgārjuna's ontology, a bit of exposition of the Buddhist intellectual tradition is necessary. Nāgārjuna's original audience was made up of other 3 rd century Buddhists, largely influenced by Abhidharma, a scholastic tradition that sought to construct a systematic metaphysics out of the Buddha's sutras. The Abhidharmikas would have presupposed a number of teachings, including that there are two truths, that dharmas originate dependently, and that there is no such thing as an enduring self. 16 The notion of two truths is not explicitly found in the earliest Buddhist scriptures, but by Nāgārjuna's time, had developed as an interpretive key to many of the Buddha's teachings that defy common sense. On one hand, conventional truths employ terms of convenience-useful fictions. On the other hand, ultimate truths are those that are either true of the world independently of our perceptions, or those whose realization are necessary for achieving nirvana. One of the useful fictions that we employ is that of compound objects. A bicycle, for example, is a conventional term we use to refer to an assemblage of more basic parts: pedals, seat, chain. We could divide these parts into even smaller component parts. Buddhist philosophers would try to avoid delusional abstractions by dissolving objects into their smallest components. Ultimately, there are no bicycles. Just parts. Or parts of parts.
For the Abhidharmikas, compound objects like bicycles, trees, and persons would be broken down into dharmas, which are the most basic, indivisible, psycho-physical entities. Furthermore, these dharmas, like all other things, originate in dependence relations. The teaching of dependent origination is present from the earliest Buddhist texts like the Mahā-Nidāna Sutta.17 The Buddha teaches that old age and death are caused by being born in the first place. Being born is caused by existing.18 Existence is conditioned by clinging, clinging by craving, craving by sensation, sensation by sensory contact, contact by psychophysicality, psycho-physicality by consciousness, and so on.19 Any particular event or condition is causally dependent on some previous element. Nothing whatsoever about human existence (or ostensibly bicycles) is self-caused or uncaused.
Nāgārjuna accepts the dependent origination of things, but his quibble with the Abhidharmikas is over the nature of dharmas, those indivisible constituents of conventional objects. Virtually all Buddhists agree that the dependent origination of all things entails that sentient beings have no enduring self. Should not the dependent origination of other objects entail that they have nothing like a self either?
The Sanskrit term that functions as a self-analogue in non-sentient objects is svabhāva. It means something like own existence, and is usually translated as essence. Common experience tells us that objects have traits that depend on previous conditions. My paper is wet, not essentially, but as the result of an earlier rainstorm. Dependent traits like the paper's wetness are called parabhāva, or other-nature, and are contrasted with svabhāva, own-nature, which ensures a thing's identity, and at the same time is independent. Svabhāva is that which makes a thing what it is, and as such, can in no way depend on other things.20 When we imagine that the universe is a collection of self-sufficient enduring things, we are (mistakenly) attributing svabhāva to them. Nāgārjuna holds that because all things are dependently originated, they are śūnyatā, or empty. He does not seem to be advocating nihilism, that no things are real, but rather that they are empty of svabhāva. He gives many different arguments for this emptiness. Usually, these arguments take the form of reductio ad absurdam. Assuming that some things are non-empty entails an absurdity, so all things must be empty.
In honor of Gadamer's focus on the ontology of language, we can turn to a Madhyamaka argument for emptiness based on the capacity of words to refer to things: "If perception and the object were nondifferent, then the mouth would be burnt by the [word/concept] 'fire.' / If they were different, there would be no comprehension. . ."21 To understand the fire argument, we must begin with the reader's assumption that things have svabhāva. This would mean that fire has an essential trait that is independent-a trait unique to fire, and if one were to remove that trait, we would no longer have fire. But then the word "fire," must also have a svabhāva. And this leads to a dilemma.
Word ("fire") and referent (actual fire) are either identical (sharing the same svabhāva) or distinct (different svabhāvas). But neither of these can be true. If the word "fire" is identical to actual fire, then the word would share the essential traits of fire. Our mouths would burn when we say "fire."22 The alternative is that "fire" and fire are distinct, possessing different and independent svabhāvas. But this cannot be the case either. If they were, the word "fire" could not refer to the svabhavic essence of actual fire. Referral entails dependence. Because the word's svabhāva must, by definition, be independent, it cannot be caused by the refererent's svabhāva. Assuming that words and their referents have svabhāvas results in a paradox: it is not the case that "fire" and fire are identical, and it is not not the case that "fire" and fire are identical.
Nāgārjuna explains elsewhere
When something exists dependent on something [as its cause], that is not on the one hand identical with that [cause], But neither is it different; therefore that cause is neither destroyed nor eternal.23 "Fire" is not the same as fire, nor is it entirely separate, but the word does depend on the referent. Word and referent are related by some tertium quid between identity and difference-a middle way. Whatever else Nāgārjuna's emptiness may entail, it seems to at least be an argument that 1. Two things either have a dependence relation or they have svabhāva (but never both). 2. All things depend on some other thing. 3. Therefore, all things are empty of svabhāva.
Particularly, emptiness means that upon careful examination, all things dissolve into dependence relations with no remainder. Our example of a bicycle depends in three ways: mereologically on its component parts, causally on the conditions that produce those parts, and conceptually on the persons who conventionally assign the identity of "bicycle" to some portion of an everlasting causal flow.
As mind-blowing as it is to explode everyday objects like bicycles, revealing them to be useful fictions projected onto a vast web of causal dependencies, the most radical consequences of emptiness concern human beings. In the Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, Nāgārjuna argues against svabhāva in human beings from the impossibility of perceivers existing without sense perceptions and sense perception existing without perceivers. The implication is the pan-Buddhist teaching that humans are empty of self.24
Early Buddhists observed that the human person's physical and mental life was composed of many many smaller pieces, both causally and mereologically:
Just as the word 'chariot' Refers to an assemblage of parts, So, 'person' is a convention Used when aggregates are present25
For Buddhists, personhood is reduced to five skandhas or aggregates that compose what might be called a person: body, feelings, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness. Like all other dharmas, these skandhas dependently originate, and are impermanent. As a result, none can be identified as the basis for an enduring personal identity.26 The implication is the teaching of nonself: There is no enduring substance with which the "I" can identify. Yesterday, "my" skandhas were configured differently, and tomorrow they will be different as well. There is no "I" that underlies all my experiences, rather the "I" is a useful fiction derived from a causal series of impermanent psycho-physical events.
Couched another way, it is not only true that there is no permanent skandha that endures long enough to serve as a basis for the self, but also that all skandhas, including those experienced as religious identity, are empty, devoid of svabhāva. Whatever mental or physical formations constitute a person's religious identity, it cannot be true that these phenomena endure in a person as unconditioned qualities. Religious identity is conditioned, a product, and that which is conditioned is, according to Nāgārjuna, empty. Attributing emptiness to the skandhas that manifest as religious identity has two implications. First, religious identity is not something given, but something arbitrarily constructed-a convenient designator, just as a bicycle is an arbitrary designator applied to a much larger causal series. What is constructed can be deconstructed, and what is arbitrary could be reconfigured. Religious identity is malleable and temporary. Second, religious identity is a product of causes and conditions. As such, it belongs to the past in a similar way that Gadamerian interpreters belong to their traditions. Mereologically, we belong to the individual feelings and cells that comprise the self. Causally we belong to the mental and physical processes that brought us to this place in this moment with these questions. Conceptually, we belong to a narrative identity, the me-story that we project on to a certain series of causes and conditions. Ultimately however, there is no svabhavic me-that-belongs. There is only a flux of experiences, all of which arise out of a belonging to causes and conditions.
The constraining conditions of ignorance
The ontology of Gadamer and Nāgārjuna is remarkable in that causal influences here are constitutive of human beings. To put it another way: persons are internally related to religions, not externally related to them. The religions are not just influences pushing the impermeable person this way or that. Rather, when encountered, the content of a religion always ingresses into a person, entering that emptiness, and transforms the contents of their personhood.27
One of the chief ways that causal influence acts in a person is as a constraint on agency, and here Gadamer and Nāgārjuna are in complete agreement. In thinking about the degrees of freedom that humans are able to exercise, both thinkers reject a physical determinism, and include both physical and mental causes (namarupa) in their ontologies. They also both reject hard determinism, favoring instead a variable account of agency relative to a person's causes and conditions. But both correlate loss of freedom with something akin to ignorance. Though he does not use the term himself, ignorance would fit into Gadamer's horizon metaphor as anything outside of our hermeneutical horizon-as possibilities, values, and feelings that are excluded from consciousness because of the individual's mode of belonging. This is the basis for Gadamer's critique of historicism. I cannot accurately imagine the worldview of past authors because I cannot suspend the ingressions of the intervening years. Even my careful recreation of the Hebrew mindset will be flavored by my twenty-first century conceptual scheme.
25 Saṃyutta Nikāya 3.66-68. 26 Saṃyutta Nikāya 3.66-68. 27 For Gadamer, the reverse is also true-persons ingress into religious traditions.
Whereas Gadamer would define ignorance historically, Nāgārjuna attributes it, at least conventionally, to karmic effects. The differences between the two on this point are subtle. For Gadamer, ignorance is the space beyond my horizon of possible meanings. In that sense, ignorance is an existential trait of beingin-the-world, and is continually accumulated and reconfigured. Though we may expand and transform our horizons through dialogue with others who have different horizons, we will always be delimited by a horizon. Ignorance, i.e. hermeneutical finitude, can never be alleviated.
For Nāgārjuna, ignorance happens to be a condition of human existence, but it is not necessary. It is said to be the fruit of past defilements, and conditions our mental lives, causing greed, hatred, and delusion.28 Even if I want to end my greed, my conditionedness makes it difficult to resist those attachments. But unlike Gadamer, the constraints of ignorance can be alleviated with Buddhist practice, with nirvana as the end.29 Nevertheless, Nāgārjuna and Gadamer both conclude that a person's dependence relations, in the form of ignorance, are both a causal constraint on the present and largely occluded from consciousness. We cannot know what we do not know.
Emptying religious identity
Our own religious belonging is broader and more complicated than we will ever imagine. It is always already multiple. Whitman was not unique; we all contain-and belong to-multitudes. Not much is to be done with this belonging. It does not demand action, because it is simply a fact of existence, and prior to our will. If the fact of multiple religious belonging threatens religious identities, no doubt some people will suppress the manifold belonging for the sake of the constructed identity. But for others, the tension creates an opportunity to interrogate those identities.
Knowing that our belonging always outstrips our identity demands some changes to how we perform religious identity. Religious identities that are thought of as steadfast, unshakeable, or pure seem to stray farther from an ontology of belonging than identities disclosing emptiness-those that evolve, are open to influence, and are hybrid. Likewise, identities that are exclusive, defining a group in opposition to other groups, are a greater distortion of dependent arising. Our belonging is manifold-a manifold whose complexities are lost to memory, but whose legacies continue to recombine in creative ways. I suspect that the more we can own up to our belonging and emptiness, and construct our identities accordingly, the less we will suffer.
